Beyond the Dark Side of the Port of the Moon: Rethinking the Role of Bordeaux’s Slave Trade Past by Semley, Lorelle
© Histoire sociale / Social History, vol. LIII, no 107 (Mai / May 2020)
Beyond the Dark Side of the  
Port of the Moon:
Rethinking the Role of  
Bordeaux’s Slave Trade Past
LORELLE SEMLEY* 
Bordeaux is increasingly recognized as a “slave-trading port” (port négrier) that 
was built upon the wealth of merchants who shipped enslaved people and the 
fruits of enslaved labour. This article focuses on the enslaved and free women, 
men, and children whose multidirectional travel has also shaped the city since 
the eighteenth century. During the height of the eighteenth-century trade, some 
people of colour had the opportunity to redefine themselves in the city. After the 
slave trade ended and an era of colonialism in Africa began, others who gathered 
in the city had new opportunities to imagine a “Black metropolis.” Pushing 
beyond current, crucial efforts to recognize the role of the slave trade and slavery 
in France, this article theorizes ways to reconstruct the lives of people of colour 
and their historical communities in key European port cities like Bordeaux. 
La ville de Bordeaux est de plus en plus reconnue comme un port négrier dont 
la richesse des marchands reposait sur le trafic et le travail des esclavagisés. Le 
présent article est axé sur les femmes, les hommes et les enfants esclavagisés ou 
libres dont les pérégrinations diverses ont également façonné la ville depuis le 
XVIIIe siècle. Au plus fort du commerce du XVIIIe siècle, certaines personnes de 
couleur ont eu l’occasion de se redéfinir dans la ville. Une fois la traite négrière 
terminée, une ère de colonialisme commence en Afrique, durant laquelle d’autres 
personnes réunies dans la ville ont pu imaginer une « métropole noire ». Allant au-
delà des efforts essentiels actuels visant à reconnaître le rôle de la traite négrière 
et de l’esclavage en France, cet article théorise sur les moyens de reconstruire 
la vie des personnes de couleur et de leurs milieux dans d’importantes villes 
portuaires européennes comme Bordeaux.
* Lorelle Semley is Professor of History at the College of the Holy Cross where she teaches courses in 
African, African diaspora, and gender history. This article draws upon a new book project titled “Bordeaux, 
Forgotten Black Metropolis” for which she was awarded an ACLS Frederick Burkhardt Fellowship.
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A REMARKABLE DOCUMENT buried in the voluminous notarial records in 
the Departmental Archives of Bordeaux describes, in great detail, a contract for 
building a house in 1784. More intriguing than the elaborate description of the 
design and construction materials are the parties involved in the transaction. The 
house was to be built by two of the most famous architects of eighteenth-century 
Bordeaux, Etienne and Jean Laclotte. Their client was a free Black woman named 
Marie-Louise Charles, who, at the time, could not sign her own name.1 While 
the Laclotte brothers are well-documented in Bordeaux during its glorious period 
of the eighteenth century, the story of women such as Marie-Louise Charles is 
little known.2 Instead, to the extent that the history of people of colour—Black 
and mixed-race, enslaved and free—appear in the history of Bordeaux, it is in 
relation to the city’s role as a slave-trading port (port négrier), as Éric Saugera 
unapologetically defines it.3 Nevertheless, this increased attention to the role 
of Bordeaux’s wealthy traders in transporting enslaved people and the fruits of 
enslaved labour does not fully account for the story of Marie-Louise Charles. She 
paid a notable sum of 4,000 livres for her new home while the transatlantic slave 
trade raged and the French Revolution lurked on the horizon.4
Bordeaux is known much more for its wine production, its bourgeois 
merchant class, and the gentle crescent shape of the Garonne River that has given 
the city its nickname, the Port of the Moon. Yet the history of the thousands of 
women and men of colour who have lived in the southwestern city of Bordeaux 
since the eighteenth century has also shaped the city.5 Recent controversies 
around integration, racism, and public memorials to slavery in Bordeaux reveal 
the tension between recognizing a Black Bordelais community that encompasses 
two often overlapping identities. First, French citizens of African and Antillean 
(Caribbean) descent in Bordeaux and throughout France struggle to be recognized 
as Black and French when there is no legal category for race. In fact, the French 
National Assembly voted unanimously on July 12, 2018, to remove the term 
“race” itself from the French Constitution.6 Second, there is a long-standing 
immigrant community in France with strong ties to diverse regions of Africa. 
As anti-immigration sentiment has surged in Europe, African immigrants are 
definitely seen and marked. Yet, while their African-ness can be acknowledged, 
these immigrants also cannot be legally recognized as Black in France. Activists 
1 Archives départementales de la Gironde (hereafter ADG), Archives notariales, Collignan, notaire à 
Bordeaux, Minutes, 3 E 24282, Devis (Marie Louise), June 10, 1784; Julie Duprat, “Une entrepeneuse 
créole : Marie-Louise Charles,” Noir Métropole, March 8, 2018, https://minorhist.hypotheses.org/169.
2 Philippe Maffre, Construire Bordeaux au XVIIIe siècle. Les frères Laclotte, architectes en société (1756-
1793) (Bordeaux: Société Archéologique de Bordeaux, 2013).
3 Éric Saugera, Bordeaux, port négrier : Chronologie, économie, idéologie, XVIIe-XIXe siècles (Biarritz; 
Paris: J & D; Karthala, 1995). 
4 Marie-Louise Charles also appeared to agree to pay 4,000 livres for the property on which the home was 
to be built. ADG, 3 E 24282, Devis (Marie Louise), June 10, 1784; Saugera, Bordeaux, p. 297.
5 Throughout this article, when I refer to “people of colour,” I am using it broadly to encompass Black, 
mixed-race, African, and Antillean populations from Africa and the Americas. For a recent discussion on 
the problematic use of terms, see Lorelle Semley, To Be Free and French: Citizenship in France’s Atlantic 
Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), pp. 7-8. 
6 The word “race” has been replaced with “sex.” Amendement No199 (2ème Rect), présenté par M. Lagarde 
et al., July 3, 2018, http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/dyn/15/amendements/0911/AN/199
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demanding accountability for the past and those organizing for rights in the 
present want Africans and Antilleans to be seen as integral players in France.7 The 
slave trade may now be accepted (begrudgingly) as a central theme in Bordeaux’s 
history, but communities of colour there are still perceived as marginal and recent. 
This article explores the longer history of the complex lives that people of 
colour lived in public and private in Bordeaux in order to examine how both 
slavery and freedom operated there. Scholar Anthony Bogues defines freedom 
as a creative process and a “critical human practice … routed through a set of 
human experiences” that is separate from the common focus on the singular act 
of emancipation.8 Thus, an examination of each of these processes of enslavement 
and freedom requires new approaches to concepts of mobility, belonging, and 
self-fashioning in the city, in France, and in the French empire.
First, in order to analyze Bordeaux’s historical relationship with slave trading 
and slavery over time, I draw upon the theme of “flows and counterflows.” Pierre 
Verger, the French photographer and emigrant to Brazil, used the term to describe 
a very different relationship between the region of Benin and Nigeria in West 
Africa and the Bahia region of northeast Brazil.9 His concept challenges the 
familiar image of a triangular transatlantic slave trade that makes Europe only a 
point of departure for ships and a destination for goods produced by the enslaved. 
Instead, the image of flows and counterflows highlights how people, news, and 
ideas traveled back and forth across the Atlantic, including around port cities like 
Bordeaux, which received over 5,000 people of colour over the course of the 
eighteenth century alone.10 
Second, building on the image of Verger’s flows and counterflows, my 
own trans-African concept builds upon multidirectional physical movement to 
theorize forms of social mobility that allowed women and men to create a sense 
of belonging to a community, to a city, and to a French nation and empire.11 
Although information on people of colour in Bordeaux remains fragmentary, 
census data, notarial records, archival documents, and evidence drawn from such 
7 For Bordeaux, see the work of Mar Fall, Le Bordeaux des Africains ([Talence, France]: Maison des sciences 
de l’homme d’Aquitaine, 1989); Mar Fall, Présence africaine à Bordeaux : De 1916 à nos jours (Bordeaux, 
France: Pleine page, 2011). More generally in France, see Pap Ndiaye, La condition noire : Essai sur une 
minorité française (Paris: Calmann-Lévy, 2008); Rokhaya Diallo, À nous la France ! (Neuilly-sur-Seine, 
France: Michel Lafont, 2012); and Crystal Marie Fleming, Resurrecting Slavery: Racial Legacies and 
White Supremacies in France (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 2017).
8 Anthony Bogues, “And What About the Human? Freedom, Human Emancipation, and the Radical 
Imagination,” boundary 2, vol. 39, no. 3 (2012), p. 43.
9 The original French title of Verger’s work is Flux et reflux de la traite des nègres entre le Golfe de Bénin et 
Bahia de Todos os Santos du XVe au XIXe siècle. “Flux et reflux” or “flow and counterflow” are translated 
more succinctly and less dramatically as “trade relations” in the title of the English version. Pierre Verger, 
Trade Relations between the Bight of Benin and Bahia from the 17th to 19th Century, trans. Evelyn Crawford 
(Ibadan, Nigeria: Ibadan University Press, 1976).
10 Julie Duprat, Présences noires à Bordeaux : Passage et intégration des gens de couleur à la fin du XVIIIe 
siècle (thèse, École Nationale des Chartes, Paris, 2017); Érick Noël, ed., Dictionnaire des gens de couleur 
dans la France moderne, Vol. III–Le Midi (Geneva: Librairie Droz, 2017); Dominique Rogers, “Présences 
noires en Aquitaine : Une question à redécouvrir,” Bulletin de l’Institut Aquitain d’Études Sociales, vol. 76, 
no. 2, Les Esclavages (n.d.), pp. 103-121. For a general discussion of people of colour in eighteenth-
century France, see Erick Noël, Être noir en France au XVIIIe siècle (Paris: Tallandier, 2006).
11 Semley, To Be Free and French, pp. 160-164.
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sources suggest that people of colour settled into households, relationships, and 
livelihoods from the eighteenth century. Here, I specifically use this trans-African 
concept to explore the possibilities and limits of creative processes of freedom 
during the nineteenth century, when the source materials are the most sparse. I 
examine the story of Edmond Dédé, an expatriate African American musician 
from New Orleans. Dédé made a new life for himself in Bordeaux that was, at 
once, extraordinary but also conventionally tumultuous for a person of colour 
living in the modern Atlantic world. 
Finally, I turn to the classic work of American sociologists St. Clair Drake and 
Horace Cayton on Chicago to help conceptualize how people of colour who were 
brought to Bordeaux or who sought to travel there formed a sense of community. 
While sources dating to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries reveal certain 
parishes on the outskirts of the city where people of colour lived and formed the 
bare lines of a community, by the early twentieth century, different patterns of 
settlement related to the politics of labour reveal new nodes of a potential “Black 
metropolis” in some older sections of the city and its suburbs. 
While a recent burst of scholarship and activism has brought Bordeaux’s dark 
slave trade past to light, I seek to demonstrate that Bordeaux’s emergence as a 
vibrant port did not only derive from the exploitation of Africans and Antilleans. 
Bordeaux was also built upon the lives that people of colour constructed for 
themselves throughout the urban landscape, beyond the bend in the river known 
as the Port of the Moon. Marie-Louise Charles was likely enslaved at some 
point during her life. Her emancipation allowed her to perform her free status 
by building her own home and, for a time, a small fortune.12 In doing so, she 
redefined her place in society, making an imprint in the archival record and on the 
map of the city. 
Tracing Bordeaux’s First Flow and Counterflow 
When the French photographer Pierre Verger, as a PhD student in his 60s, uncovered 
a little-known but robust eighteenth- and nineteenth-century trade in tobacco from 
Bahia, Brazil, to the Bight (Gulf) of Benin region of West Africa (coastal region 
of Nigeria, Benin, and Togo), it clarified and further encouraged his own story 
of multidirectional travel in the Atlantic world.13 Verger’s use of the term “flow 
and counterflow” to describe trade relations between Bahia and the Gulf of Benin 
was evocative on several counts. On one level, he emphasized how West African 
preference for a particular kind of tobacco grown in Brazil (considered “third-
rate” by Europeans) disrupted the triangular Atlantic slave trade from Europe, to 
Africa, to the Americas, and back to Europe. He uncovered an exclusive two-way 
12 Bogues locates the “practice of freedom” in the “radical imagination.” Bogues, “And What About the 
Human?,” pp. 44-46. A volume on Black women’s intellectual history also refuses an intellectual history 
as the “mere genealogy of ideas” and instead uses innovative analyses of eclectic sources to explore 
intellectual history “Black woman-style.” Mia Bay et al., eds., Toward an Intellectual History of Black 
Women (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015), p. 4.
13 Pierre Verger, Le Messager – The Go-Between: Photographies du Monde (1932-1962) (Paris: Éditions 
Revue Noire, 1993); Lorelle D. Semley, Mother Is Gold, Father Is Glass: Gender and Colonialism in a 
Yoruba Town (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011), pp. 134-150.
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traffic between the West African coast and Brazil, across the belly of the earth, that 
endured even in the aftermath of the abolition of the Atlantic slave trade by Great 
Britain in 1807.14 In addition to the exclusive tobacco trade, Verger showed how 
formerly enslaved women and men from Brazil and their descendants followed 
this traffic pattern to travel to West Africa for education, import-export ventures, 
a new home, or a final resting place for the soul.15 Verger’s work invigorated 
ideas about African ethnic identities on both sides of the Atlantic not only for the 
descendants of these forced and free travelers but also for researchers studying 
these communities and their practices.16 Yet, while Verger inspires my discussion 
of the multidirectional movement of people, products, and ideas, another kind of 
counterflow operated in relation to Bordeaux. 
First, there are several differences between the patterns Verger traced 
between Brazil and West Africa and the counterflows to Bordeaux, including 
the time span and the sociopolitical contexts of the places involved at either end 
of these exchanges. The counterflow of people from Brazil to West Africa was 
most intense during the nineteenth century. People of African descent left a slave 
society in Brazil and traveled and stayed in a series of African cities and states just 
as formal European colonialism was coming to most of Africa. In a new colonial 
setting, many Brazilian returnees translated their foreignness and sometimes their 
particular skills as artisans or merchants into social capital.17 By contrast, I argue 
that the counterflows of people between and among the Americas, Africa, and 
Bordeaux were multiple. A major component of this counterflow appeared to 
occur as part of the direct trade (commerce en droiture) between France and the 
Americas. It could take two or three additional ships to ferry goods to France that 
had been purchased with proceeds from a slaving voyage.18 These direct trade 
journeys, which were inextricably linked to the slave trade and its profits, shuttled 
enslaved and free people of colour, along with French passengers, back and 
forth between the Americas and France. In addition to this counterflow of people 
through the direct trade between France and the Americas, primarily during the 
eighteenth century, I would argue that there were additional, distinct cycles of 
transatlantic movement in later periods. Specifically, there was a counterflow 
between the Americas and France during the revolutionary period at the turn 
of the nineteenth century that may have been propelled by somewhat different 
14 Verger, Trade Relations, pp. 11-20.
15 Verger, Trade Relations, pp. 532-562; Raymundo Nina Rodrigues, L’animisme fétichiste des nègres de 
Bahia (Bahia, Brazil: Reis & Co., 1900). Also see earlier scholarship on this migration from Bahia to the 
Bight of Benin by Arthur Ramos, “The Negro in Brazil,” The Journal of Negro Education, vol. 10, no. 3 
(1941), pp. 515-523; and Lorenzo Dow Turner, “Some Contacts of Brazilian Ex-Slaves with Nigeria, West 
Africa,” Journal of Negro History, vol. 27, no. 1 (1942), pp. 55-67.
16 Turner, “Some Contacts of Brazilian Ex-Slaves,” 55-67; Jerry Michael Turner, “Les Brésiliens: The Impact 
of Former Brazilian Slaves Upon Dahomey” (PhD dissertation, Boston University, 1975); J. Lorand 
Matory, “The English Professors of Brazil: On the Diasporic Roots of the Yorùbá Nation,” Comparative 
Studies in Society and History, vol. 41, no. 1 (January 1999), pp. 72-103; Semley, Mother Is Gold, Father 
Is Glass, pp. 138-141.
17 Turner, “Some Contacts of Brazilian Ex-Slaves”; Turner, “Les Brésiliens”; Matory, “The English 
Professors of Brazil.” 
18 Saugera, Bordeaux, p. 21; Christopher L. Miller, The French Atlantic Triangle: Literature and the Culture 
of the Slave Trade (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008), p. 24. 
Rethinking the Role of Bordeaux’s Slave Trade Past
48 Histoire sociale / Social History
political and economic forces. During and between the World Wars, there were 
counterflows of Antilleans who moved between the Americas and France and 
Africans who moved between Africa and France. By the postcolonial era after 
1960, different demands and impulses encouraged these counterflows between 
former centres of empire in the Americas and Africa and France. 
Second, in the case of the counterflow of people to Bordeaux, Africans and 
Antilleans left places where they were often an oppressed racial majority and 
arrived in a place where they still faced racism even if their race was not recorded 
systematically after the French Revolution. Their foreignness did not translate 
into social capital, although some managed to forge new lives for themselves 
and, sometimes, their families. For over 200 years, the vast majority of Africans 
and Antilleans in Bordeaux were either enslaved during the eighteenth century or 
were colonial subjects through 1960. With these caveats in mind, Verger can only 
provide a foundational outline for a more complicated map of human counterflows 
to Bordeaux.
It is also impossible to examine the concept of counterflows without recognizing 
the uncompromising rhythm of the Atlantic slave trade.19 Bordeaux entered into 
the slave trade business slowly after a 1716 French royal decree permitted several 
French cities to participate in it.20 Because of the common focus of the slave 
trade itself, there is often a contrast made between southwestern Bordeaux and 
the northern port city of Nantes which was responsible for over 40% of France’s 
slave-trading activity.21 However, a closer look at the relationship between Nantes 
and Bordeaux and the Africans and Antilleans who passed through each port city, 
specifically during the eighteenth century, reveals potential similarities in the 
nature of the counterflow of people to each city. With over 5,000 enslaved and 
free Africans and Antilleans, Bordeaux was not too far behind Nantes, for which 
the figure is close to 6,000. Still, any of these calculations reveals a fundamental 
problem related to the source materials: most of the documents available only 
record an arrival or a departure and rarely both. As a result, it is difficult to have 
full sense of the length of stay for most of these people of colour. Even when the 
information is in the form of the census, it is still a snapshot in time. However, 
taken together, these sources do convey the intensity of the movement of Africans 
and Antilleans in and out of the city during the eighteenth century. About 4,000 
of these 5,000 women, men, and children, or about 80%, apparently arrived in 
and/or departed from Bordeaux between 1750 and 1790, exploding alongside the 
expansion of the slave trade. Current statistics show that French ships transported 
over 1.3 million out of over 12 million enslaved Africans during the trans-Atlantic 
slave trade. Over one million of those Africans were forced onto French slave 
19 Christopher Miller writes that the powerful logic of the slave trade did not allow for the multidirectional 
traffic that may have developed later. My position is a bit more open to the idea of multidirectional 
movement occurring within the logic of the slave trade. Miller, French Atlantic Triangle, p. 5.
20 There was an initial expedition to the West African coast in 1672. Saugera, Bordeaux, p. 55.
21 Saugera, Bordeaux, p. 17. The common contrast is between over 1,700 boats from Nantes and the 400 or so 
expeditions from Bordeaux (close behind Le Havre and La Rochelle). A local scholar in Bordeaux claims 
that he has uncovered up to 200 more Bordelais slaving voyages which would shift the contrast between 
the two ports and also suggests that there may be additional expeditions from all of the major French ports. 
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ships during the eighteenth century, with 700,000 making the fateful voyage in the 
second half of the eighteenth century.22
Given the central importance of the eighteenth century in shaping the flow 
and thereby counterflow of Africans and Antilleans in the Atlantic world, it is 
worth examining an anomalous case from the sixteenth century. A famous legal 
case from Bordeaux in 1571 is often held up as a starting point for understanding 
legal debates around the presence of enslaved people in France, in general, 
and in Bordeaux, in particular. The case involved a group of North Africans 
brought to the city by a French trader who sought to offer them for sale in the 
city. It was the period of the Renaissance, when people of African descent were 
present throughout cities in Europe, often enslaved but sometimes as students, 
ambassadors, and freedpeople.23 Indeed the early centuries of the slave trade, 
before 1700, was the period when the forced migration of Africans directly to 
Europe was most common.24 This early case in Bordeaux, however, was unusual 
for its location, its outcome, and the way it established a particular narrative about 
Bordeaux and France in relation to slavery and freedom. 
The 1571 case has been cited in several secondary sources since the end of the 
sixteenth century. Despite its unusual and sparse details, it has served broadly as a 
legal precedent for the concept of “free soil” or the notion that any enslaved person 
was free upon setting foot in France.25 The disconnect between what appeared to 
have happened and how the case has been used in legal and rhetorical debates 
is useful when placed alongside the general information now known about how 
people of colour lived in France during the era of the Atlantic slave trade. First, the 
example is often cited, even celebrated, with reference to the court’s decision that 
“France, as mother of liberty, does not allow any slaves.”26 The phrase “mother of 
liberty” intrigues because it evokes the much later iconography of Marianne as the 
personification of the French Republic since the Revolution. More importantly, 
however, enslaved people did live in France, legally, at least through the eighteenth 
century.27 Second, it also mattered that the people in question were North Africans 
who were often enslaved to work in galleys in the Renaissance era. The sixteenth 
22 “Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade – Database,” Slave Voyages (website), https://www.slavevoyages.org/
voyages/sELRXEvF. 
23 T. F. Earle and K. J. P. Lowe, eds. Black Africans in Renaissance Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2015); David Bindman and Henry Louis Gates, Jr., eds. The Image of the Black in 
Western Art, Volume III: From the “Age of Discovery” to the Age of Abolition (Cambridge, MA: Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 2010). 
24 According to the Slave Voyages database, 9,127 Africans were brought from Africa to Europe (mostly 
southern Europe) between 1514 and 1785. 43% arrived before 1700, but in the second quarter of the 
eighteenth century another 39% (3,589) of the total arrived, mostly being sent to Lisbon. Certainly these 
numbers do not capture commercial travel, illegal travel, or the numbers of Africans and people of African 
descent brought from the Americas to Europe. “Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade – Database,” Slave Voyages 
(website), http://slavevoyages.org/voyages/PYKxZvQ5. 
25 Sue Peabody, “There Are No Slaves in France”: The Political Culture of Race and Slavery in the Ancien 
Regime (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), p. 144n4. The concept of free soil was not unique to 
France. Sue Peabody and Keila Grinberg, eds., Free Soil in the Atlantic World (London: Routledge, 2015).
26 Pierre H. Boulle and Sue Peabody, eds., Le droit des noirs en France au temps de l’esclavage : Textes 
choisis et commentés (Paris: Harmattan, 2014), pp. 27-28.
27 Miranda Frances Spieler, “The Vanishing Slaves of Paris: The Lettre de Cachet and the Emergence of an 
Imperial Legal Order in Eighteenth-Century France,” in Zvi Ben-Dor Benite, Stefanos Geroulanos, and 
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century was a time when the French were formulating ideas of freedom in relation 
to Mediterranean slavery, and it was also a time before slavery was exclusively 
associated with Africans who came from south of the Sahara.28 Finally, the case 
was also unique because the court issued a decision to free people en masse, in 
contrast to the individual nature of emancipation and freedom suits before the 
formal abolition of slavery in France.29 
In the end, because of its anomalous circumstances and outcome, the 1571 
case can highlight the possibilities of and limits on the physical and social mobility 
of people of colour in the era of the Atlantic slave trade. The North Africans in the 
1571 case are rendered passive, and the focus has been on the role of French officials 
and “France, as the mother of liberty.” By the eighteenth century, French officials 
were the ones who created conflicting forces that both allowed for and then tried 
to limit how slaveowners travelled with or sent their enslaved property to France. 
Indeed, despite the longstanding ideal of “free soil,” key legislation recognized 
the existence of slavery in France and tried to control and protect it.30 The Edict 
of 1716 tried to limit the reasons that the enslaved could travel and stay in France, 
while the more expansive law of 1738 also tried to limit the length of stay.31 The 
infamous Police des Noirs Declaration of 1777 sought to register and monitor or 
“police” all people of colour in France, enslaved and free, and ideally deport them. 
The city of Bordeaux was expanding in wealth just as the relationship between 
slavery and freedom became all the more slippery for people of colour throughout 
much of the Atlantic world. Even as over one hundred successful freedom suits 
were recorded in Paris during the latter eighteenth century, thousands of people 
potentially remained enslaved in France itself.32 
As it is difficult to get a sense of the experience of the enslaved North Africans 
from 1571, even with more information for the eighteenth century, the daily lives 
of enslaved and free people of colour is difficult to ascertain from source materials. 
Still, a census that was completed in 1777-1778, apparently within the context of 
the Police des Noirs Declaration, taken in conjunction with other sources, can 
begin to give a sense of the makings of a community of enslaved and free people 
of colour. That census in 1777 revealed that 208 enslaved men and women and 94 
free people of colour for a total of 302 people of colour lived in Bordeaux (out of 
a population of 110,000). That figure of 302 certainly did not capture the entire 
population, as almost 500 people of colour resided in, arrived in, or departed 
Nicole Jerr, eds., The Scaffolding of Sovereignty: Global and Aesthetic Perspectives on the History of a 
Concept (New York: Columbia University Press, 2017), pp. 230-245.
28 Gillian Lee Weiss, Captives and Corsairs: France and Slavery in the Early Modern Mediterranean 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011), pp. 9-10.
29 Some of the earlier freedom suits from the first part of eighteenth century also resulted in deportation, and 
not entirely with free status, back to the Antilles. Peabody, “There Are No Slaves in France,” p. 55.
30 Pierre H. Boulle, “Racial Purity or Legal Clarity? The Status of Black Residents in Eighteenth-Century 
France,” Journal of the Historical Society, vol.6, no. 1 (2006), pp. 19-46.
31 Miranda Spieler has recently argued that the failure to register the 1716 and 1738 laws in Paris in particular 
was not about any ambivalent sense about (a natural state of) freedom but part of an intentional plan to 
enforce and protect slavery in France’s colonies. In Paris in particular, slaveowners used the lettre de 
cachet or sealed royal search warrants to arrest and detain their property. Spieler, “The Vanishing Slaves of 
Paris,” pp. 230-245.
32 Peabody, “There Are No Slaves in France,” p. 55. Boulle, “Racial Purity or Legal Clarity,” pp. 19-46.
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Bordeaux that year alone.33 In any case, while a majority of the enslaved recorded 
in the census were men—160 out of 208—about half of the free people of colour 
were women. Similar population ratios with a higher percentage of women among 
free people of colour has led scholars to surmise that the women who traveled to 
France were the domestic partners and/or the mothers of children who were also 
traveling with their owners/fathers.34 Research on port cities also suggests that 
some women of colour, in particular, could thrive in such locations as labourers, 
artisans, and even property owners.35 
Documents in Bordeaux suggest other aspects of community formation. First, 
although a majority had only arrived in the past one to two years, some enslaved 
and free people of colour had been in Bordeaux for many years. At the other end 
of the spectrum, there were a good number of children who were listed as ten 
years old or younger. While the vast majority of the enslaved were described as 
domestic servants and cooks, a fair number engaged in skilled trades as coopers, 
for instance, or worked as artisans, including as wigmakers or seamstresses.36 All 
of these vocations supported the bourgeois lifestyle of the people who claimed to 
own them. At the same time, the repeated explanation that the enslaved person 
was acquired from an uncle, wife, or brother-in-law suggested that many enslaved 
people circulated between family members and friends. Enslaved men and women 
were often summoned to return to plantations in the Americas via messages sent 
through ship captains, who acted as essential intermediaries in this counterflow 
traffic. Given their representation in the region’s art, people of colour had a hold 
on the imagination of the wealthy, working in their homes and in the homes of 
family members and friends, tending their children, and generally supporting their 
identity as a bourgeois merchant class. 
It is difficult to access the lives of the people living in the shadow of these 
powerful families. In her study of eighteenth-century London, literary scholar 
Gretchen Gerzina uncovers the personal lives of London’s enslaved and free 
population through allusions to social gatherings and friendships among people of 
colour found in the fragments of diaries, newspapers, and drawings.37 In Bordeaux, 
the very documents that described how people could be counted revealed how they 
moved about the city. In response to the Police des Noirs Declaration, officials 
33 Noël, ed., Dictionnaire des gens de couleur : Le Midi, pp. 549-603. 
34 Peabody, “There Are No Slaves in France,” pp. 78-79. For a detailed study of these complex familial 
structures, see Palmer, Intimate Bonds.
35 Douglas Catterall and Jodi Campbell, eds., Women In Port: Gendering Communities, Economies, and 
Social Networks in Atlantic Port Cities, 1500-1800 (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 2012). In particular, 
see the contributions by Ty Reese on Cape Coast, Ghana; Philip Havik on Guinea-Bissau; and Dominique 
Rogers and Stewart King on Saint-Domingue. David Patrick Geggus, “Slave and Free Colored Women in 
Saint-Domingue,” in Darlene Clark Hine and David Barry Gaspar, eds., More than Chattel: Black Women 
and Slavery in the Americas, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), pp. 259–278; Elizabeth C. 
Neidenbach, “‘Refugee from St. Domingue Living in This City’: The Geography of Social Networks in 
Testaments of Refugee Free Women of Color in New Orleans,” Journal of Urban History, vol. 42, no. 5 
(2016), pp. 841-862; Semley, To Be Free and French, pp. 69-111.
36 ADG, series C 3669 – Population, statistics, dénombrement des esclaves, 1777; and series C 4457 – 
Dénombrement des noirs existant dans la Généralité, 1776-1778; Saugera, Bordeaux, pp. 291-292.
37 Gretchen Gerzina, Black London: Life Before Emancipation (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University 
Press, 1995).
Rethinking the Role of Bordeaux’s Slave Trade Past
52 Histoire sociale / Social History
noted how they could potentially locate people of colour by visiting the alleys and 
gathering places that they frequented, suggesting that their presence, their routes 
through the city, and their meeting places were visible and public. At the same 
time, some limited data on enslaved and free people of colour traveling back to 
the Antilles at the turn of the nineteenth century also reveal a different network of 
acquaintances and friends. As passport applications came to include attestations 
of witnesses, both women and men of colour who traveled on their own account 
depended on men who either may have shared similar livelihoods as wigmakers 
or tailors or who lived in proximity to the Saint-Seurin area that was popular 
with free people of colour.38 Saint-Seurin was an initial faubourg or suburb to 
the northwest just beyond the former medieval gates of the city. Thus, as slave-
owning families lived in proximity and traveled in the same circles, enslaved and 
free women, men, and children, made social contacts through the realities of their 
bondage and their performance of freedom. 
Indeed, recent work by Erick Noël and teams of researchers have found that 
rather than the common estimate of 5,000 that almost 20,000 people of colour 
moved through France during the Ancien Regime, primarily during the eighteenth 
century.39 Still these numbers are at best 1% of the overall French population. 
Even concentrated numbers in cities and ports alone cannot explain the fear and 
frenzy over the Black population, whether in the leading port of Nantes, the 
sprawling metropolis of Paris, or the burgeoning city of Bordeaux. The frantic 
legislation of the eighteenth century attested to two interrelated forces. On the 
one hand, élites in close proximity to people of colour became anxious about their 
presence. On the other hand, quiet recognition of and voyeuristic fascination with 
the physicality of people of colour was expressed in paintings, decorative arts, and 
even architectural design. The powerful symbolic meaning of racial difference 
intensified in France and elsewhere in Europe, even when this initial counterflow 
of people—as dramatic and sudden as it was in raw numbers—was a trickle.40  
By the end of the eighteenth century, efforts at policing and mass deportation 
had not succeeded in the ways officials had hoped. The uprising in Saint-Domingue 
that began in 1791 and became the Haitian Revolution was compounded by 
1793 by attacking Spanish and British forces in the Caribbean. Following 
negotiations with the enslaved and freedpeople who had taken up arms, French 
officials declared emancipation in Saint-Domingue in 1793 in an effort to shore 
up military forces with the formerly enslaved. When the news of emancipation 
in Saint-Domingue arrived in France, the French National Convention ratified 
38 These preliminary findings are from initial reviews of passports in ADG, series 4M, Passeports pour 
l’étranger, and series 3L, Passeports pour l’étranger.
39 The total number of notices from the three volumes is 19,015, and the time period spans the earliest records 
through 1807. Erick Noël, ed., Dictionnaire des gens de couleur dans la France moderne, Vol. I–Paris 
et son bassin (Geneva: Droz, 2011); Erick Noël, ed., Dictionnaire des gens de couleur dans la France 
moderne, Vol. II–La Bretagne (Geneva: Droz, 2013); Noël, ed., Dictionnaire des gens de couleur : Vol. III–
Le Midi. The Paris volume has 3,087. The volume on Bretagne (mainly Nantes) has 7,839. The volume on 
Le Midi (mainly Bordeaux), has 8,089 records for a total of 19,015 women, men, and children.
40 Karen E. Fields, “Thomas Jefferson’s Bordeaux in W. E. B. Du Bois’s Pan-African View of the French 
Revolution,” CR: The New Centennial Review, vol. 6, no. 3 (2007), pp. 129-147; Saugera, Bordeaux, 15; 
Bindman and Gates, Jr., The Image of the Black in Western Art, Volume III.
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the declaration of emancipation in France and its empire in 1794. Though the 
declaration of emancipation was rescinded in the French colonies in 1802, formal 
references to enslaved people of colour disappeared in the metropole. 
By the turn of the nineteenth century, some people of colour still worked and 
traveled with their employers, sometimes to the colonies or slaveholding US states 
like Louisiana. The language was telling when someone referred to his or her 
“negresse” or “nègre,” while others were described as women or men of colour. 
The term nègre definitely implied enslaved status in the eighteenth century. By 
the nineteenth century, the meaning of the term began to shift from an automatic 
connotation of enslavement, but common popular expressions such as “treat 
someone like a nègre” or “work someone like a nègre” maintained the underlying 
logic of the term.41 The declarations on census documents about people of colour 
also changed. In response to yet another government order demanding information 
on the population of people of colour in France in 1807, the city of Bordeaux 
counted 90 people described as Black or nègre/ negresse and 64 people described 
as mixed-race or mulâtre/mulatresse.42 A supplemental document in the file added 
another 15 people (10 Black and 5 mixed-race) for a total of 169 people. While 
the fuller census is not in the file, the supplemental document gives a sense of a 
diverse community of colour. While many were domestic servants, several were 
hairdressers, wigmakers, and seamstresses, and one was a recently arrived student 
from Angola. Several among them lived on the same or neighboring streets in 
or near Saint-Seurin.43 Even though the situation of many appeared difficult and 
insecure, there was a power to stating a profession and an address in contrast to 
being linked to an owner who described how they had come to possess you.44 
As Éric Saugera remarked, while the Black population in some other port cities 
declined rapidly over those decades following increased legislation that called 
for surveillance and deportation, the Black community in Bordeaux “remained 
strong.”45 
41 Dictionnaire critique de la langue française T.2 (E-N) (1787) and Le Dictionnaire de l’Académie française. 
Sixième Édition. T.2 (1835), s.v. “nègre,” https://artfl-project.uchicago.edu/content/dictionnaires-
dautrefois. Most discussion of the politics of the use of the term “nègre” has been in relation to the use 
of the term by African activists in the twentieth century. Christopher L. Miller, Nationalists and Nomads: 
Essays on Francophone African Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), pp. 33-42; Brent 
Hayes Edwards, The Practice of Diaspora: Literature, Translation, and the Rise of Black Nationalism 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), pp. 26-37. 
42 ADG, 1M 322, Gens de Couleur, Bordeaux, 1807, Le Maire de la Ville de Bordeaux à M. le Prefet de 
Départmente de la Gironde, October 6, 1807. 
43 ADG, 1 M 332, “Supplément à l’Etat de Gens de Couleurs Existants à Bordeaux,” October 13, 1807.
44 An additional police report and census provides another partial list of a few dozen names, but it is unclear 
if these people are in addition to the original census of 169. Archives Nationales, Service Historique 
de l’Armée de Terre, F 7 8444. A least a couple dozen of these individuals listed their residence as “la 
Chartreuse,” which was a former, abandoned convent that was turned into makeshift housing for the 
poorer White refugees and deportees who arrived from the colonies, also near Saint-Seurin. Julie Duprat 
estimates that perhaps 1/4 were people of colour. Personal communication to the author, May 31, 2019. 
La Chartreuse was in an area deemed unhealthy and undesirable and the area was later converted into a 
cemetery. 
45 ADG, 1M 322, Gens de Couleur, Bordeaux, 1807, Le Maire de la ville de Bordeaux à M. Le Préfet de la 
Gironde, August 7, 1807; Saugera, Bordeaux, pp. 292-293.
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The counterflow of people in and out of Bordeaux was part of a larger 
pattern between the Americas (and sometimes Africa) and Europe that shaped 
not only ideas about slavery and freedom but also larger debates about citizenship 
and belonging. Some people of colour saw and realized new possibilities for 
themselves and demanded access to more rights and privileges. Indeed, in the 
Antilles, the growing population of free people of colour faced moments of 
expansion and contraction of their rights throughout the eighteenth century.46 
Given the revolutionary changes of the latter eighteenth through the nineteenth 
centuries, the eighteenth century is often not linked to patterns that emerged in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. But the existence of this eighteenth-century 
counterflow allowed people of colour to pursue other opportunities for themselves 
in later centuries. Mobility and travel continued to shape the lives of people of 
colour in Bordeaux in the nineteenth century even as they became harder to find 
in the source materials. It was not necessarily because the populations completely 
disappeared but because the use of the language of race to describe or track people 
increasingly became taboo. Focusing on an individual who was famous in his 
day becomes a useful way to think about social mobility and the possibilities and 
limits of finding community during a later, nineteenth-century counterflow that 
remains elusive in the historical record.
Fashioning a Trans-African Life 
I originally developed the trans-African concept to theorize the multiple layers and 
migrations in an African kingdom that became a French colonial capital. Later, I 
explored the term in relation to a mixed-race woman born in West Africa who 
traveled back and forth across the Atlantic world during the eighteenth century 
before dying at a ripe old age in Charleston, South Carolina.47 However, the theory 
is broader in its conceptualization than literal places and people in Africa. Rather, 
Africa and Africans are the quintessential models for the types of physical and 
social movement embodied in the theory. Similarly, people in the African diaspora 
have often been buffeted by similar socioeconomic forces and racism. Thus, on 
a basic level, this theoretical framework encompasses people from the African 
diaspora who may have never set foot on the continent or interacted with Africans 
directly. The trans-African concept is fundamentally about reconceptualizing 
physical and social mobility, especially, but not only, of Africans and people of 
African descent. 
As part of this trans-African concept, the prefix “trans-” has a couple of broad 
meanings. First, it means “across or beyond.” At the same time, the prefix also 
connotes “surpassing or transcending.” This trans-African model also features 
three overlapping and broadly defined networks: continental, oceanic, and 
ideological. Networks are about more than economic trade, as people, products, 
46 John D. Garrigus, Before Haiti: Race and Citizenship in French Saint-Domingue (New York: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2006).
47 Semley, To Be Free and French, pp. 160-200; Lorelle Semley, “Writing the History of the Trans-African 
Woman in the Revolutionary Atlantic,” in Mariana P. Candido and Adam Jones, eds. African Women in the 
Atlantic World: Property, Vulnerability, and Mobility, 1660-1880 (Suffolk, UK: Boydell & Brewer, 2019), 
pp. 191-215.
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and ideas moved along and between these routes, in multiple ways. For example, 
for the Atlantic world, rather than the familiar triangular trade map that moves 
in a clockwise direction, a trans-African model allows for counterclockwise 
movements, doubling back, and crisscrossing. The trans-African concept also 
addresses how people of African descent, while operating as gendered beings, tried 
to ascend socially, often in terms of moving from enslaved to free or from subject 
to citizen. In fact, to push even further, I would argue that the trans-African idea 
could be applicable anywhere in the world involving these kinds of movements 
on one’s own continent, crossing oceans or seas, and then transcending social 
boundaries. I would like to think of it as a universal concept without losing sight 
of its foundation in the experience of Africans and the African diaspora.48 This 
example from nineteenth-century Bordeaux becomes an excellent showcase for 
both the universal and specific urges underlying this trans-African concept. 
Bordeaux is an urban landscape that has historically enjoyed a diverse Black 
population with different levels of connections. They often had links, through their 
travel or people they met, spanning France and sometimes Europe. Often they 
were oriented in some way to other Atlantic world port cities, especially in the 
Americas. Finally, as many tried to make a home for themselves in Bordeaux, they 
engaged with notions of freedom, belonging, and citizenship. Bordeaux’s history 
offers an opportunity to imagine a French city as a trans-African city in terms of 
networks of people of colour and the ideologies they deployed and transformed. 
Tracing the story of Edmond Dédé, an African American violinist and composer 
from New Orleans who made his home and career in Bordeaux, reveals his own 
trans-African life while also hinting at broader possibilities for seeing Bordeaux 
itself as a trans-African city. However, to apply this trans-African theory to 
Bordeaux itself presents new orders of challenges. 
Edmond Dédé emerged on the scene in Bordeaux in 1860, well after the 
eighteenth-century counterflow was a memory and before most scholars look for 
the origins of a Black Paris in the twentieth century.49 Before he arrived in Bordeaux, 
Dédé’s life exhibited many of the extraordinary connections that marked the lives 
of people of colour, whether they were forced through networks of travel and 
trade against their will or they were fortunate enough to take advantage of new 
opportunities. Sally McKee’s new, thorough, and beautifully written biography of 
Dédé clarifies many aspects of his life experiences, fragmented as they are in the 
archive, newspapers, and popular lore. McKee is more interested in understanding 
what Dédé’s life says about the possibilities and limits of African American life in 
48 The concept of negritude developed by Aimé Césaire, Leopold Senghor, and Leon-Gontran Damas has 
been analyzed in recent years in a more universalist way, “beyond race.” Doris L. Garraway, “‘What Is 
Mine’: Césairean Negritude between the Particular and the Universal,” in “Aimé Césaire, 1913-2008: Poet, 
Politician, Cultural Statesman,” special issue, Research in African Literatures, vol. 41, no. 1 (2010), pp. 
71-86; Miller, French Atlantic Triangle, pp. 331-344. But, of course, race and blackness are fundamental 
to the concept of negritude. This tension between (the Black) race and universality begs the question of 
whether blackness can be accepted philosophically in the same ways that Western models based upon 
Whiteness are. George Hull, ed., Debating African Philosophy: Perspectives on Identity, Decolonial 
Ethics, and Comparative Philosophy (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2019).
49 For a nineteenth-century perspective on Black Paris, see Denise Murrell, Posing Modernity: The Black 
Model from Manet and Matisse to Today (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2018), pp.7-49.
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a turbulent Atlantic world.50 In the process, she reveals Dédé’s movement within 
continental networks on both sides of the Atlantic.
First, McKee uncovers information that places Dédé more firmly in the 
history and networks of the United States and North America (including Mexico). 
Many earlier descriptions of Dédé’s background claimed that Dédé’s grandparents 
emigrated to New Orleans from the Antilles, possibly Saint-Domingue. Instead 
Dédé had deep roots in (then Spanish) New Orleans, where his great-grandparents 
bought their emancipation and worked on enacting their freedom through building 
a livelihood and a family.51 By the time Edmond Dédé was born in 1827 to a 
woman named Jeane—who never married his father, Basile fils—New Orleans 
had gone through incredible transformations. As the city definitively became 
part of the United States, people from the Antilles and the northern United States 
contributed to a population explosion that created enclaves of diverse French-
speaking and English-speaking communities. All along, notable populations of 
(largely French-speaking) people of colour, free and enslaved, were increasingly 
alienated in a city that they, too, had built as artisans, shopkeepers, merchants, 
property owners, and artists.52 As such, Dédé’s trans-African life began as he first 
traveled continentally within North America to escape the limits placed on him in 
New Orleans and, initially, continentally in Europe before settling (somewhat) in 
Bordeaux.
When Dédé struck out as a musician, he initially fled his home for Mexico 
from 1848 to 1851. In this regard, he was not unlike many African Americans 
seeking relief in Mexico and elsewhere from ever more intensified forms of racial 
violence on the eve and in the aftermath of the Civil War.53 After returning from 
Mexico in 1851, Dédé did not last a long time at home. The musician was a cigar 
maker by day, in the company run by the Tinchant family, no less, whose own 
extraordinary story has been revealed by Rebeca Scott and Jean Hébrard. By 
1855-1856, Dédé and his friend Joseph Tinchant were living in Paris.54 After 
arriving in Paris, Dédé did wander a bit to Antwerp (to roll cigars for Tinchant, 
who later returned to New Orleans) and London, and later to Rouen and Angers in 
France. But mostly in the late 1850s he was in Paris, where he managed to obtain 
training at the illustrious Conservatory of Music and Acting before receiving 
50 Sally McKee, The Exile’s Song: Edmond Dédé and the Unfinished Revolutions of the Atlantic World (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2017). 
51 McKee, The Exile’s Song, pp. 13-14. The common version of Dédé’s life has suggested that his family may 
have come from Saint-Domingue via Cuba in 1809, when New Orleans received approximately 10,000 
refugees from Cuba who had escaped the Haitian revolution years earlier. Rather Dédé’s connection to 
the Caribbean was through his paternal grandmother, Maria Incarnación, who had arrived in New Orleans 
from Cuba by the later eighteenth century. McKee, The Exile’s Song, pp. 21-22.
52 McKee, The Exile’s Song, chaps. 2 and 3. Scott and Hébrard also capture early nineteenth-century New 
Orleans with a closer focus on the shifting legal terrain. Rebecca J. Scott and Jean M. Hébrard, Freedom 
Papers: An Atlantic Odyssey in the Age of Emancipation (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2012), pp. 65–82.
53 McKee, The Exile’s Song, 68-70; Sarah Cornell, “Citizens of Nowhere: Fugitive Slaves and Free African 
Americans in Mexico, 1833–1857,” Journal of American History, vol. 100, no. 2 (2013), pp. 351-374.
54 Scott and Hébrard, Freedom Papers; McKee, The Exile’s Song, pp. 73-74.
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a musical director position in Bordeaux in 1859.55 It is worth noting Dédé’s 
continental travel in Europe rather than only seeing his movement as an oceanic 
jump across the Atlantic. Continental travel reveals how people and places are 
often looking inward to the hinterland, rivers, and interior cities as much as they 
look to cross oceans and seas. Networks of cities in France and Europe (and even 
North Africa) were crucial to Dédé’s ongoing experiences.
Once he arrived in Bordeaux, Dédé would make a life for himself there over 
the next 30 years, although it was not his first choice. He aspired to a life in the 
art music (now described as classical music) capital of Paris, but he found himself 
instead in a provincial capital, two days travel from Paris, and mostly working in 
popular music in the expanding café-concert or music hall scene.56 Still, he began 
his career in Bordeaux with two high-level positions in the élite Grand Theatre. 
In 1864, he married a French woman born of unwed parents, whose mother was 
deceased and whose father had emigrated to Havana, Cuba. The couple had a son 
who, in turn, became a well-known musician in his own lifetime. Seeking work 
to support a family, by 1865, Edmond Dédé had a position with the Théâtre de 
l’Alcazar, the most renowned music hall in Bordeaux, which also saw acclaimed 
musicians from all over France perform there. But Dédé’s wandering never quite 
stopped.
While some biographies repeat that he was the musical director at Alcazar for 
27 years, he bounced around quite a bit in Bordeaux, Marseilles, and even Algiers, 
Algeria. For example, he was reputedly the manager of the Delta Concert Hall in 
Bordeaux from 1870 to 1872. But during that time, he left Bordeaux for a position 
at the Grand Theater of Algiers. He then moved to Marseille for several years 
before returning to Bordeaux in 1877 to return to the Alcazar Theater. He ended 
his formal career in Bordeaux at the Folies-Bordelaises from 1880 to 1889.57 
Dédé was extraordinarily prolific, having written hundreds of songs, dances, 
and operettas in vernacular French and treating common romantic themes and 
everyday life in Bordeaux. McKee focuses on how Dédé’s appearance, with his 
deep brown skin, would have marked him in Bordeaux, and anywhere in France. 
Despite a career in France that would have been unimaginable in the United States 
at that time, McKee sees his life as fraught with hard-fought successes and deep 
disappointments.58 
Dédé’s struggle was also about his attempt to perform a life as a free man 
and as a classical musician. Returning to the trans-African concept and the 
idea of continental, oceanic, and ideological networks, it is easy to see Dédé’s 
physical movement in the Americas, Europe, France, and the French empire as 
a manifestation of continental and oceanic connections. Looking at Dédé’s final 
return to the United States in 1893-1894 to perform a series of concerts provides 
55 McKee notes that Dédé, at the age of 29, was too old to enroll as a student at the Conservatory, even based 
upon his falsified Mexican passport, which put his age at 23; the cutoff age was 22. Still he managed to 
receive instruction as an auditor. McKee, The Exile’s Song, pp. 94-95, 103-106. 
56 McKee, The Exile’s Song, pp. 129-131.
57 McKee, The Exile’s Song, pp. 107-141; Archives Bordeaux Métropole (ABM), Fonds Evrard de Favolle, 
42 S 6041, “Edmond Dédé, chef d’orchestre, Folies Bordelaises, Bordeaux-Artiste 1887-88.”
58 McKee, The Exile’s Song, pp. 136, 177-179.
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insight into his lifelong struggle to transcend the way the world saw him as a Black 
man first and a musician—perhaps always a Black musician—second. McKee 
argues that the voyage to the United States reveals his deepest disillusionment 
and ultimate “unbelonging” in New Orleans, where he appeared to feel “out of 
place” and lamented that his “country … refuse[d] his love” such that he could 
only return “home” to France, “his adopted mother.”59 Ironically, despite his own 
feelings, he is celebrated and remembered in his forsaken land of birth as a son of 
New Orleans and utterly forgotten in Bordeaux.60
However, it was precisely Dédé’s lifelong struggle to obtain that identity and 
that freedom for himself which becomes the ultimate example of transformation. 
For all of the undercutting remarks in the French press, the constant movement 
for employment, the inability to reach the ultimate pinnacle of success with a 
performed opera and a position in Paris, Dédé, for a time, lived visibly as one 
of the most well-known men and artists in Bordeaux and later had his music 
preserved in the National Library of France. The Black performer is a fraught 
figure, whose body and work are so often consumed by a White audience. Dédé 
also maintained a life off the record that brought him in contact with other people 
of colour in Bordeaux, including the Tinchant family, Toussaint L’Ouverture’s 
exiled niece and daughter-in-law, Louise Chancy, and others.61 Contrary to the 
idea that the city had few people of colour who were residents in the nineteenth 
century, there was another counterflow that emerged during that time. Even 
harder to quantify, there was an array of people of colour, including mixed-race 
students from Senegal, labourers from the Antilles and West Africa, and others 
who disappear into the historical record.62 It is hard to imagine that the numbers 
during the nineteenth century could rival the 5,000 or so who passed through 
Bordeaux in the eighteenth century, but there is currently no systemic way to 
track these women, men, and children. With Dédé being so different in age and 
experience from a student or a dockworker, it is unclear if he was part of a larger 
community of colour like the one that had formed around Saint-Seurin a century 
earlier. Although Bordeaux, in particular, may have had multiple nodes of people 
of colour living there during this period of the nineteenth century, they may have 
only been connected by the virtue of being strangers in a strange land, carving out 
their own individual freedoms. 
Bordeaux, Forgotten Black Metropolis
If Dédé is curiously forgotten after contributing so much to popular culture in late 
nineteenth-century Bordeaux, equally baffling is the silence around the history 
of three different groups of people—dockworkers, soldiers, and students—who 
59 McKee, The Exile’s Song, pp. 197, 206.
60 Lester Sullivan, “Composers of Color of Nineteenth-Century New Orleans: The History behind the 
Music,” Black Music Research Journal, vol. 8, no. 1 (1988), pp. 51-82; Michel Fabre, “New Orleans 
Creole Expatriates in France: Romance and Reality,” in Sybil Kein, ed., Creole: The History and Legacy 
of Louisiana’s Free People of Color (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2000), pp. 179-195.
61 McKee, The Exile’s Song, pp. 142-179. 
62 Kelly Duke Bryant, “Social Networks and Empire: Senegalese Students in France in the Late Nineteenth 
Century,” French Colonial History, vol. 15 (2014), pp. 39–66.
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increasingly became the foundation of what might be called a “Black metropolis” 
in the city. Members of these groups, which were composed overwhelmingly of 
men, followed different pathways into Bordeaux and continued along different 
career trajectories if they stayed long-term. They may have moved in very 
different circles and may have even been divided amongst themselves. However, 
these working-class and intellectual circles were not unlike the communities of 
enslaved and free people of colour who inhabited the city from the eighteenth 
century. Even with socioeconomic distinctions, there was the possibility of overlap 
and the potential for alliances.
Bordeaux is centred on a port on the deep waters of the left bank of the 
Garonne River capable of receiving large ships. This bend of river was the 
economic heart of the city and features several ornate, historical, eighteenth-
century buildings that have made the city so renowned and spectacular. While 
the city is often cited (if not derided) for this bourgeois lifestyle, there has always 
been a popular, working-class presence there, labouring in industry, at the docks, 
and on the railway. Historian Pierre Guillaume has noted that while Bordeaux 
has been viewed as highly delineated by class, it was laid out with bourgeois and 
working-class homes in close proximity. The elegant façade of a townhome would 
give way to modest rooms for workers in the alleyways.63 The layout of the city 
could explain how free and enslaved Africans and Antilleans lived in the centre 
of the city as well as in the first suburban parishes that grew on the outskirts of 
the city. 
It would be hard to imagine that Africans and Antilleans were not working 
the docks from the eighteenth century as navigators, labourers, and coopers 
(barrel and cask makers), as they did in so many ports around the Atlantic world. 
By the late nineteenth century, tirailleur sénégalais—a general term used for 
African soldiers from all of French West and Central Africa—began to arrive. 
They came to Bordeaux along with North African, South Asian, and Southeast 
Asian troops, as well as forces from the Antilles during the period of the World 
Wars. Tens of thousands of colonial soldiers who were not sent to the battlefield 
worked in different capacities, often as manual labourers on the railway and at the 
port, replacing men who had departed to war.64 They were housed in camps away 
from the city or further in the interior, with the largest and most infamous one 
being Camp du Courneau, toward the Arcachon basin near the Atlantic Ocean.65 
Therefore, there was a way in which these diverse troops, which included 100,000 
West and Central African men alone, could be both visibly working and then kept 
out of sight in the camps. The general understanding has been that former soldiers 
who stayed after the First World War, in particular, became dockworkers and that 
they would have been an even more familiar sight by the 1920s.
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French painter Georges de Sonneville, well-known for his landscapes and 
cityscapes of the Bordelais region, completed several paintings featuring Black 
men, mostly on the docks, suggesting how men of colour may have been viewed 
in the city. In Les Quais : Trois Nègres (1920-22), three Black men are engaged 
in intense conversation. With overcoats and hats, they are dressed more formally 
than the typical dockworker. In a second painting, Au quai Chartons (1924), three 
Black men, two of them in suits and hats, are talking and standing near a couple of 
working-class European men. A White woman stands in the middle of the scene, 
almost at its centre, in a short dress with rouged lips. At first I took the woman as 
a passerby on the dock, although one White man is looking at her suggestively. 
However, when the image is studied in conjunction with other Sonneville 
paintings from this era, it appears that the artist is suggesting that the woman is a 
prostitute. In a painting titled Le Cinq Mâts (1922), a five-masted schooner is in 
the background, on the river. The foreground shows two heavily made-up women 
with one seeming to light the cigarette of a seated Black man while another Black 
man stands next to them in a wooden pose, disengaged from the scene.66 In fact, 
the seated and standing poses of the Black men in the series of paintings of the 
docks seem similarly disconnected from their surroundings, as though the scenes 
were filled in around them. 
At the same time, there appears to be a theme of bawdy urban life in 
Sonneville’s images of Black men. Indeed, another painting, Le Bar de Alliés (c. 
1925), shows two Black men, presumably dockworkers, though they are better 
dressed, in the doorway of a bar, with a scantily clad White woman standing 
between them.67 There is a way in which Sonneville’s paintings, despite the 
sexualized theme, feature Black men as though there are a common part of the 
setting and the landscape of the docks and the city. Yet, in the series of paintings, 
the Black men’s features all appear a bit caricatured and blurred, with elongated 
faces and jaws that jut outward. Thus, the men appear included and excluded from 
French society at the same time. 
To capture these multiple levels of belonging and isolation, as part of African 
and Antillean experiences across the centuries in Bordeaux, the tentative title for 
my larger project, “Bordeaux, Forgotten Black Metropolis,” is more than a simple 
nod to St. Clair Drake and Horace R. Cayton, Jr.’s pioneering 1945 sociological 
study of Chicago’s “Black metropolis.” Bordeaux’s Black communities differed 
in fundamental ways from Chicago’s South Side in terms of background, history, 
and the source materials available to study them. I am still influenced by the 
fundamental relationship that Drake and Cayton described in Chicago between 
the “Black Ghetto” and the “Black Metropolis.” The Black ghetto referred to 
the segregated areas of the city in which Black people were forced to live while 
the Black metropolis described the life that Black people made for themselves 
in their part of the city that they themselves called Bronzeville. Drake and 
Cayton took seriously how people themselves defined their “city within a city” 
66 Blanchard, Sud-Ouest, Porte des Outre-Mers, p. 77.
67 Blanchard, Sud-Ouest, Porte des Outre-Mers, p. 89.
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through hardscrabble living, working, playing, and loving.68 If segregation and 
discrimination created the Black ghetto, perseverance and a sense of community 
transformed the ghetto into a vibrant metropolis. 
Any discussion of a Black metropolis as Drake and Cayton described it 
would be unlikely in Bordeaux until surges in immigration since the 1960s and 
1970s began to create a Black “ghetto” of sorts in such historic neighborhoods 
as Saint-Michel south of the centre in the old city and in such periurban areas as 
Talence outside of the city. Nevertheless, I am still interested in looking at the 
longer history of people of colour whose stories have been so difficult to locate 
in the city. How did they make their lives and humanity visible to one another 
and the broader Bordelais community? Did they define their neighborhoods 
differently? At the same time, many women and men of colour lived in Bordeaux 
while retaining kinship ties and commercial connections to various places in the 
Americas, Africa, or other cities in France and Europe. The conceptualization of 
a Black metropolis based in Bordeaux would have to incorporate this history of 
mobility and transnationalism.
Indeed, already by the 1930s, archival records suggest a different side to 
the dockworkers in Bordeaux, especially as the politics of labour unions became 
increasingly heated. Concerned about the influence of African labour unions from 
Paris, which were viewed as radically Communist, police reported on the makeup 
of the 200 or so Black dockworkers in Bordeaux. In particular, the militant 
ideology was associated with Tiemoko Garan Kouyaté, a Malian schoolteacher 
and organizer who had a complicated relationship with Communist politics in 
the African labour movement. As a result of their concerns about Kouyaté, local 
police engaged in surveillance and reported in detail on the Black dockworkers 
in key ports like Bordeaux.69 The report on Bordeaux emphasized intense ethnic 
bifurcation in housing arrangements of the workers and suggested that different 
groups could not communicate with one another and, therefore, could not unite 
behind a militant ideology. The document laid out the different housing, all of 
which was located near the docks, whether close to the Place de la Bourse or 
further north toward Chartrons. Each home had a specific regional character or 
ethnic affiliation. For example, one was associated with men from the Casamance 
in southern Senegal and another was said to be primarily Bambara (Bamana) 
from Soudan (Mali). The report described scarification markings reminiscent of 
nineteenth-century traveler accounts and drawings of enslaved populations in the 
Americas. Ironically, however, the only houses that the police believed harboured 
followers of radical politics were the ones where “races of all kinds” lived 
together. 70 In fact, it was said that there were just two cafés in Bordeaux, Chez 
68 St. Clair Drake and Horace R. Cayton, Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro Life in a Northern City, rev. and 
enl. ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), pp. 12-13, 174-175, 379-383.
69 Jennifer Boittin, “The Militant Black Men of Paris and Marseille, 1927-37,” in Trica Danielle Keaton, T. 
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of Blackness (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012), pp. 221-246.
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Fodé Touré and Chez Renée, that welcomed a multiethnic clientele who notably 
debated the issues in French. One café was reputedly pro-Kouyaté and the other 
was opposed to his politics.71 The paintings and the reports, taken together, paint 
a vibrant working-class community of dockworkers, yet it was seemingly divided 
within itself and distinct from the larger Bordelais community. But the fact that 
these communities populated parts of town where they organized themselves 
around housing, restaurants, bars, and clubs suggests the makings of a type of 
Black metropolis in the first quarter of the twentieth century that is not apparent 
in earlier periods.
Alongside this growing working-class group of dockworkers, former soldiers, 
and general labourers, a smaller group of African and Antillean teenagers and 
young men were arriving as secondary, high school, and university students. 
Just as Edmond Dédé was nearing the end of his life in 1900, living in Paris 
with his small family that included a couple of grandchildren, a 12-year-old 
adolescent named Marc Kojo Tovalou Houénou arrived in France from the French 
West African colony of Dahomey (Benin). Traveling with his father, a wealthy 
Dahomean merchant and landowner, they visited the 1900 Paris Exposition. It 
is hard to imagine what they may have thought of the popular exhibit located 
not far from the Eiffel Tower and displaying people from their own country as 
“primitives” in a model village. A young Houénou—who later became an activist 
for African citizenship rights and engaged with writers and intellectuals of the 
Harlem Renaissance—may have admired the photography collection that W. E. B. 
Du Bois curated for the American Negro Exhibit to highlight the progress made 
by African Americans in the decades since emancipation.72 When father and son 
would have arrived in Bordeaux at the famous “Port of the Moon,” it is unclear 
if they would have seen many African and Antillean men working the docks in 
1900. Houénou himself would be swept up in the First World War and would 
have witnessed the sea change in African presence in France following the war. 
However, as a lawyer with some medical training, he would not have followed the 
trajectory of most Africans in Bordeaux from tirailleur to dockworker. 
In fact, to the extent that scholars (including myself) have written about 
Houénou, his years of secondary, university, and law school education in Bordeaux 
during the 1900s and 1910s are barely mentioned. However, while he was a 
student at the secondary school École Saint-Genes, several African and Antillean 
intellectuals whom he would associate with were students at the neighboring high 
school, Lycée Montaigne. A fellow Dahomean, his cousin Ouanilo Behanzin, son 
of the deposed last king of Dahomey, was a student at the Lycée. During the same 
era, other lycée students included Réné Maran, the acclaimed writer from French 
Guiana. Fellow student Félix Éboué, also from French Guiana, was the first Black 
man to be the governor of a French colony and was leader of the Free French 
71 Mar Fall writes that Chez Fodé Touré was against Kouyaté, while Kouyaté’s supporters could be found at 
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Forces in Equatorial (West Central) Africa.73 Two other Dahomeans attended the 
University of Bordeaux after Houénou, the Ignacio-Pinto brothers. One of them, 
Louis Ignacio-Pinto, became a senator during the Fourth French Republic.74 Once 
Houénou had already become a visible activist, a French colonial report noted that 
there were only 75 African students in France out of an estimated 2,500 Africans. 
It was reported that 22 students were in Bordeaux (only 1 less than in Paris) and 
that 10 of them were from French West Africa, with 12 from Madagascar.75 While 
the numbers were small, they do reveal that Bordeaux was a leading location for 
the education of Africans from the early twentieth century.
It is possible that Bordeaux shaped the thinking and experiences not only 
of hundreds, if not thousands, of African and Antillean students educated there 
since the nineteenth century. Bordeaux’s history is compelling precisely because 
it does not tell a straightforward story of a singular Black metropolis. Within the 
communities of people of colour, there was ethnic and economic diversity from 
the earliest period when enslaved and free Africans and Antilleans lived in the city. 
The ongoing movement of people of colour from all over the African continent 
and the Americas has changed its meaning and the makeup; the Black metropolis 
in Bordeaux is not new and has been on the move, ebbing and flowing within the 
city.
Conclusion: Finding Marie-Louis Charles and the Origins of a Black 
Bordeaux 
Much of the recent activism in Bordeaux, as elsewhere in France, has focused 
on acknowledging the role of French merchants in the slave trade and securing 
resources and rights through associations and self-help groups.76 Since 2005, 
city officials in Bordeaux have responded to activist organizing by appointing 
commissions to study the issue of commemoration of the history of the slave 
trade in Bordeaux. As a result of these inquiries, there have been several gestures 
undertaken by the city, including a statue and square of Toussaint Louverture in 
2005 (across the river from the city centre); a plaque placed on the ground at the 
quay of Chartrons in 2006; a permanent exhibit on the history of the slave trade 
and Bordeaux in the Musée de l’Aquitaine in 2009; an official Week of Memory of 
the slave trade and abolition in 2016; a two-year-long study and survey conducted 
by a Memory Commission from 2016 to 2018. The Memory Commission study 
included a series of online surveys and in-person interviews to gauge public 
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76 Fall, Présence Africaine. One vocal activist is Karfa Diallo, founder of the group Mémoires et Partages 
(Shared Memories), which grew out of an effort to rehabilitate the memory of the slave trade and slavery in 
Bordeaux. He also does a tour of Black Bordeaux that I completed with a group of 10 to 15 other tourists. 
He is also featured in the documentary film about Bordeaux’s historical role in the slave trade and slavery: 
Trous de mémoire : La mémoire de la traite négrière et de l’esclavage à Bordeaux, directed by Combret 
Batiste, Sébastien Gouverneur, and Nicolas Guibert (Bordeaux: OXO Films, 2006). 
Rethinking the Role of Bordeaux’s Slave Trade Past
64 Histoire sociale / Social History
sentiment and interest in knowing more about the history of the slave trade. 
The final report, published in 2018, stated that one core aim was “to show and 
think about the weight of the past on the present” and “to challenge the national 
imagination and the local collective memory in order to reconstruct new social 
frameworks of memory.”77 In fact, much of the recent focus in Bordeaux has been 
on the role of Bordelais merchants and the wealth generated by their activity. The 
history of Bordeaux explored in this article suggests other ways to think about the 
long-term effects of Africans and Antilleans on Bordeaux and France, in general. 
The transformation of France by Africans and Antilleans has been an ongoing, 
fraught process in which people have claimed Frenchness for themselves and 
dared to claim their Africanness, Antillanité, and Blackness in France. 
To conclude, it is worth comparing one of the recommended actions resulting 
from the Memory Commission with a very different project undertaken by a 
Nigerian American photographer. In 2004, intrigued by the story of Bordeaux 
and its Black communities, Nigerian American photographer Emeka Okereke 
took a series of photographs that he titled “Africans in Bordeaux.” Okereke saw 
his images and his conversations with West Africans from Chad, Mali, Senegal, 
Nigeria, and Benin as a journey of discovery. It was also his first visit to Europe, 
and he was struck by the idea of diverse Africans living in a former slave-trading 
port. Most of the photographs are shot in Black and White, juxtaposing African 
women and men often dressed in intricately patterned African clothing against 
the urban landscape of Bordeaux, rendered stark and cold by comparison.78 This 
contrast in Okereke’s work evokes the elegant photography associated with Pierre 
Verger’s idea of the “flow and counterflow” between Africa and the Americas. In 
his trademark work, Verger juxtaposes images of people, street scenes, festivals, 
and the like that suggest the similarity and continuity between communities on 
either side the Atlantic Ocean.79 In the case of Okereke, while the photography 
admittedly shows how Bordeaux has reshaped the lives of Africans living there, 
it is less clear how Africans are transforming Bordeaux, at least in ways that 
Bordelais will recognize. In one of Emeka Okereke’s photos, a lone Black woman 
with a shaved head sits with her back to the camera and faces a street in Bordeaux. 
Her body is framed by a circular opening that looks like the porthole of a ship. 
The image operates almost as the reverse of the infamous mascaron or sculpted 
head resembling an African face on the quay of Bordeaux. Rather than putting the 
Black face on display, the photograph by Okereke refuses the gaze of the viewer, 
and theoretically the history of slavery the mascaron evokes.80 Thus Okereke 
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focuses on the lived experience of Africans in Bordeaux today with the history of 
the slave trade as a backdrop. 
Okereke’s photography series was inspired by his own questions about and 
interests in the history of the slave trade in Bordeaux, in contrast with a recent 
statue unveiled in Bordeaux in May 2019 that is the result of the two-year-long 
Memory Commission. The statue of a woman named Marthe Adelaïde Modeste 
Testas née Al Pouessi was one of ten propositions outlined by the Commission, 
ranging from initiatives related to partnerships, organizations, and cultural centres 
to educational proposals related to museum exhibits, the renaming of streets, 
and general dissemination of information about the history of the slave trade 
throughout the city.81 The idea for the statue of Testas brings together the cultural 
partnerships and educational component. The process began after oral histories 
had been collected from her descendants. According to family history, Testas had 
been born and enslaved originally in East Africa, but somehow wound up in the 
West African slave trade, and was brought to Bordeaux as an enslaved person. 
After some time, she was said to have returned to plantations owned by François 
Testas’s brother in Jérémie in Saint-Domingue; his brother Pierre Testas resided 
in Bordeaux. In 1795, Modeste Testas, was traveling as an enslaved woman in the 
United States with François Testas, her owner, when the man died and declared all 
of his enslaved property free. But François Testas also conferred Modeste Testas 
to one of his enslaved men, Joseph Lespérance. With Lespérance, Modeste Testas 
had nine children, and one of her grandchildren later served briefly as president 
of Haiti in the 1880s. This family history recorded in the 2018 report seems to be 
based mainly upon oral histories and perhaps wills and baptism records held by 
the family in Haiti. The one record that I found in the Departmental Archives in 
Bordeaux was for a passport for Joseph Lespérance in 1793 when he was said to 
be 56 years old; it was two years before Modeste Testas was “given” to him as a 
wife. Lespérance was returning to Jérémie with François Testas, but I did not find 
any record of Modeste Testas.82 
The statue dedicated to her on the quay in Bordeaux is across the street front 
of the Hotel de la Bourse Maritime (a 1920s replica of the grander building at 
the Place de la Bourse further along the river). The statue is a life-sized bronze 
sculpted by Haitian artist Caymitte Woodly, a.k.a. “Filipo.” Testas is pondering 
an uncertain point across the river, wearing a turban on her head and hoops in her 
ears, with her narrow shoulders draped by a shawl. Unlike some of Woodly’s other 
works, her features are not stereotypically African, and the only evidence of her 
enslaved or formerly enslaved status is a broken iron shackle at her feet. Marik 
Fetouh, the deputy mayor of Bordeaux in charge of Equality and Citizenship and 
Anti-Discrimination, remarked: “It was important that this work testifies to the 
experience of a slave with an exceptional path in connection with Bordeaux.”83 
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Fetouh appears to be referring to Testas’s path to freedom rather than the literal 
physical pathways that brought over 5,000 enslaved and free people of colour to 
Bordeaux during the era of the Atlantic slave trade. 
In the initial weeks after the statue was unveiled, there was no placard 
explaining who Modeste Testas was. Tourists passed her by or looked at her 
quizzically in an effort to understand who she might be. At about five feet tall, 
many viewers can look directly into her face. At some point in the weeks that 
followed, a placard was erected near the statue, but it does not tell the story of 
Modeste Testas in quite the same way as the Commission report. Modeste Testas 
is identified as “an African slave bought by a Bordelais and deported to Saint-
Domingue.” There is no mention of any potential relationship or travel whatsoever 
to Bordeaux other than the fact that she was owned by one or both Testas brothers, 
who had a business in Bordeaux and a plantation in Saint-Domingue. There is 
no mention of her traveling to Philadelphia, and she is presented as “homage” 
to the 150,000 “victims” traded through the activities of Bordelais merchants.84 
In this example, the slave trade and enslavement are still presented as occurring 
away from Bordeaux, with no sense of the human counterflow, of the thousands 
of women, men, and children of colour who worked and lived in Bordeaux since 
the eighteenth century.
I began to research this project because of the numerous references I found 
in the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries to people of colour living, 
studying, and working in Bordeaux. It would be too facile to think that life was 
somehow “easier” for people of colour in a city so invested in the terror of the slave 
trade, slavery, and all the trappings of White supremacy that must accompany 
those practices and processes. However, from as early as the eighteenth century, 
there was a history of people of colour circulating in the city, learning trades, 
obtaining emancipation, and working out their freedom. I will admit I imagined 
a rumour mill carrying news of Bordeaux, not unlike the image of the “common 
wind” carrying the news of the Haitian Revolution in Julius Scott’s well-known 
work.85 But I have no proof that such stories circulated, much less one about a free 
Black woman who contracted the construction of a home a few short years before 
an unthinkable revolution would strike at the heart of France, in its empire. 
In fact, Marie-Louise Charles left additional traces in the archive. After 
purchasing the contract to build a home in 1784, she then sold that property to 
another free person of colour, Casimir Fidèle, a hotel owner in Bordeaux. However, 
it is her marriage contract from 1790 that reveals the most remarkable information 
about her life. In addition to noting that she was born to a woman named Marie and 
a man named Charles, presumed enslaved, the document revealed the wealth and 
property that she brought to her marriage, including at least 3,000 francs (owed by 
Fidèle), additional property, and two pieces of expensive furniture. She married 
84 John Newton, “Plaque en hommage aux victimes de la traite négrière à Bordeaux (Modeste Testas),» 
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a mixed-race man named François Hardy, who had been born in New Orleans 
and was a hairdresser for women. Perhaps most notable was that in the six years 
from the first time she appeared in the notarial records, Marie-Louise Charles had 
learned to sign her name and did so on her marriage contract.86 She may have 
been in her late 20s or early 30s at that time. But when she appeared for a final 
time in a census in 1807 (if it is indeed her), the document does not record her age 
or date of arrival in France correctly. She was listed as 33 years old (incorrectly 
since she would have been about 10 years older.) The document records that she 
arrived in France in 1787, but that was three years after she would have bought 
her property in 1784. She was recognizable even though her name was given only 
as Louise because she was named as the “wife of Hardy,” although he was not 
recorded in the census. She was residing with another woman of colour and that 
woman’s children. Seemingly a steep fall from grace, she still declared that she 
was employed for herself as a laundress.87 The arc of her life was not uncommon 
for people of colour and demonstrates how fragile wealth and security could be, 
especially for women.
To consider the story of Marie-Louise Charles as crucial to the making 
of Bordeaux is to recognize these former slave-trading ports like Nantes, La 
Rochelle, Brest not only as symbols, monuments, or “lieux de memoires” attesting 
to merchant capital and histories of the slave trade and colonialism. In scholarly 
and popular culture, there are frequent references to “mémoire fragmentée,” 
particularly in reference to the slave trade, slavery, and colonialism in France, 
because such memories are refused, denied, and erased.88 But the notion of 
fragmentation can also suggest more than vestiges or debris of memories. Port 
cities like Nantes, La Rochelle, or Liverpool, not unlike metropoles like Paris 
or London, may have also served as cultural nodes and intersections, however 
fragmented, where people explored the boundaries of citizenship and belonging.89 
Such efforts were halting and incomplete and these port cities thrived in the age 
of revolution when many concepts about citizenship and race were forming and 
transforming. These struggles to define rights were not only on a metaphorical or 
theoretical level among intellectuals or government officials. These same cities 
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that kept women, men, and children enslaved wrestled with the reality of the 
few people of colour who sought out the trappings of belonging through civil 
practices such as marriage, baptism, and other legal contracts. Bordeaux was 
not necessarily unusual in its contrary impulses that validated edicts designed to 
keep some people in slavery, while a free population of colour lived as artisans 
and skilled labourers in the city and surrounding towns and villages. What 
may have been unique were the lifetimes that some people of colour and their 
descendants spent in Bordeaux in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 
Those individuals and nascent communities formed a curious bridge with later 
populations of students, dockworkers, and others who should have had more 
access to rights once the democratic revolution stabilized with the Third Republic 
after 1870. Instead, many Africans and Antilleans who arrived in the twentieth 
century remained colonial subjects who continued to struggle for rights in new 
ways. 
Marie-Louise Charles, Edmond Dédé, and countless unnamed dockworkers, 
cooks, and students managed to make a life for themselves despite the realities 
of living in a French port that flourished in the era of the Atlantic slave trade. 
It is worth noting that the home Marie-Louise Charles purchased stood at some 
distance from the Port of the Moon, where she likely first arrived in France. Not 
far away from her plot was another landmark of the city—the stunning ruin of an 
ancient Roman amphitheater—which also attested to the many layers upon which 
Bordeaux had been built. 
